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Purposes 
If the purpose of Assessment for Learning (AfL) is to enable learners to develop expertise in 
evaluating and regulating the quality of their learning, then it is important to understand how 
teachers create the spaces for students to develop this ownership of their learning in their daily 
interactions.   This paper compares how two teachers created quite different interaction spaces for 
effective AfL practices; one teacher, Rachel, through highly choreographed AfL interactions and the 
other teacher, Greg, through improvisational AfL routines.  
Perspective(s) or theoretical framework 
AfL practices are understood within a sociocultural perspective as “practices that develop patterns of 
participation, which subsequently contribute to students’ identities as learners and knowers” (Cowie, 
2005, p. 210). These patterns are situated within the broader social and cultural interactions within 
each classroom, so that the ‘the social structure of [the] practice, its power relations and its 
conditions for legitimacy define possibilities for learning’ (Lave and Wenger, 1991 p. 98). Through a 
wide variety of cultural tools, social values and interactions, teachers guide students to become full 
participants in specific communities of practice (Rogoff, 1995, Wenger, 1998).  Drawing on Cook 
and Brown’s (1999) theory of knowing in action as a generative dance between tacit and explicit, 
group and individual ways of knowing, AfL practices can be seen as generative movements or 
routines in the dance of meaning.  
 
When teachers make all of the evaluative moves to decide on the next learning steps, students are 
positioned as spectators.  The teachers in this research project made social, physical and political 
spaces for students to be knowers, creators, and evaluators who negotiated meaning through the 
informal and formal, group and individual practices of the classroom. AfL is a cultural process of 
increasing understanding and control of the learning process by the learner that depends on dialogue 
and interaction. Rather than trying to see ‘inside’ a student’s head to find out what a student is 
thinking, the teachers listened to student thinking and noticed what students do and do not do within 
the social interaction spaces with the opportunities and resources to which they have access. For 
students to achieve identities of autonomous or agentic learners within a particular context, there 
needs to be the “possibilities for manoeuvrability” for students (Priestly, 2014. p. 80). Agency 
becomes possible when learners have the space to make choices and practical judgements of how 
and what to learn in the present, that build on past habits and connect to imagined future trajectories 
of identity (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998. p. 972). While each teacher in this study structured AfL 
spaces differently, they created classroom interactions that enabled shared ownership of the learning 
through routines, opportunities to think aloud and make practical judgements with peers and 
regularly connected the learning to trajectories of identities of competence beyond the classroom.  
 
Spaces are where these flows, networks, and connections of learning practices that are socially 
produced through individual and collective action converge at specified times and places (Mills & 
Comber, 2013). The material resources and physical spaces as well as the social structures and 
interactions with teachers and peers provide tacit/explicit and the individual/group resources for 
individuals to negotiate whether and how they actively participate. This view is in contrast to an 
emphasis on traditional formal learning that “tends to privilege the individual over the group and the 
explicit over the tacit” (Cook & Brown, 2005 p. 52). Whether at the edge of the dance floor or in the 
spotlight, through participation learners appropriate the discourses of the learning community. 
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Murphy, Hall and McCormick (2008) identify this appropriation as the intention behind AfL, 
describing it as a discourse about learning in which ‘learners, and their teachers and mentors, engage 




In depth qualitative case studies were conducted with three teachers over one year in a regional 
school in Queensland, Australia. As a participant researcher, I worked alongside the teachers as we 
explored together the research question: How are patterns of participation that enable learner 
autonomy created through AfL? During one year we collectively analysed detailed field notes and 
video from 34 hours of lessons, interviews with 40 students prompted by video stimulated recall, and 
15 student drawings. Additional data was gathered from two focus groups, and three individual in-
depth interviews with each of the teachers.  
 
Data was analysed iteratively, firstly by me as I selected critical video incidents for the students to 
analyse, and then by the teachers who reflected on the students’ perspectives and their own practice. 
I used grounded theory principles of initial coding, concurrent data generation and analysis, constant 
comparison, and memo writing to capture emergent themes and the voices of participants (Birks & 
Mills, 2011). These memos were shared with the teachers for discussion and provided stimulus for 
further inquiry and experimentation in the classrooms as a form of theoretical sampling over several 
data cycles in a year (Charmaz, 2006). Theoretical integration was then explored, with figure 1 
representing the conceptual codes integrated with Cook & Brown’s (1999) categories of knowing in 
action. This paper reports on data from the informal tacit forms of AfL knowing in action. 




Data were represented in thick description in narrative case studies that were confirmed by the 
teachers (Simons, 2009). Validity was confirmed through the mutual engagement of the researcher, 
teachers and students in the negotiated search for meaning through the research process. 
  
 
Figure 1 AfL knowing in action 
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Data sources, evidence  
While the two teachers enacted AfL interactions quite differently, Rachel through explicit 
collaborative routines, and Greg through fluid negotiations, both used AfL interactions to create 
spaces to increase learner agency. In both classrooms thinking aloud and partner work was an 
essential feature during which the teacher and students could make informal judgments about what 
was being learned and how to improve the quality of work.  
 
Case one – Rachel Head’s Year 7 class 
Rachel’s Year 7 class began their final year of primary school believing that good students listened 
to the teacher. Rachel found their passive acceptance of teacher directed learning frustrating, saying, 
“…if I asked them to write out the dictionary, they would.” To enable her Year 7 students to develop 
greater autonomy in the English, Mathematics, Science, Studies of society and Technology lessons 
she taught, Rachel explicitly taught students to share their thinking out loud with peers. While she 
explained the purpose was to develop skills in peer feedback, and be able to self assess and improve 
their own learning, these purposes were enacted through the informal interactions that occurred 
within the explicit moves. 
 
Creating collaborative social spaces - During the first six months of the year, she developed a 
common language with students to pair up and discuss an idea in a think-pair-share with the person 
sitting next to them – their “shoulder partner” or opposite them, their “face partner”. Peer discussions 
were organized frequently and seamlessly several times in a lesson. Students also used the routines 
of “c3b4me” to see three of their peers for feedback before they saw the teacher, and “stand up, hand 
up and pair up” to find a partner to share responses and “travelling experts” where one student from 
each table group would travel to other groups to share ideas. The strategy of “sage and scribe” where 
one student thought aloud while the other scribed and then the students switched roles allowed 
Rachel to listen to and evaluate how well students understood the new concept and problem solving 
approaches. These thinking aloud strategies also enabled informal peer feedback to occur as students 
were able to listen to a peer talk aloud about their thinking and problem solving, allowing them to 
evaluate the reasonableness of their own thinking and approach. The AfL practices of feedback and 
shared understanding came to be seen as a routine part of learning, and the regular opportunities to 
consult with peers established a social form of standard-setting for work quality as students checked 
and shared their understanding.  
 
Creating physical spaces – Rachel moved students into new groups every few weeks, so she could 
increase the level of trust between students and help them learn from one another. She also moved 
frequently around the room, observing and “watching faces, watching light bulbs go on because you 
can see when kids get it and they get excited about what they’re doing.” This informal AfL practice 
was central to Rachel’s planning as “making those judgments as I go along very much determines 
what path I take.” The students valued her movements, and trusted Rachel to pick up on non verbal 
signals for help, saying, “She pretty much knows that you’re not asking and she usually comes up to 
you and asks are you alright”, “Yeah she just looks at you and she can tell” (Kylie and Joe). Rachel 
agreed, however she added, “I can’t always tell by looking. They play school beautifully.” Students 
would wait until Rachel was nearby before quietly asking a question. When Rachel answered these 
incidental requests for clarification, she sometimes answered in a voice loud enough that others at 
the nearby table could hear the answer. Students had a tacit awareness that they were expected to 
listen into these half private/half public conversations that were accepted as a way of thinking aloud 
through learning. Students shared that this was their preferred way of checking for understanding, as 
if they asked in a more formal way, “people would look at you”. Creating small, private, physical 




Creating political spaces - The strategies were a form of explicit, group knowledge that were 
designed to provide the patterns for interactions, supporting the teacher and students to become 
fluent and confident in their participation in the collective construction of knowledge. Yet it was 
often through Rachel’s language choices that the informal, tacit political spaces for students to 
develop a shared ownership of the learning activities were created; “Can I add my idea..?”, “What is 
your role while I read?”, “What is the first thing we do when we have a maths problem?” Through 
her word choice, Rachel made learning a joint enterprise, and informal AfL occurred as effective 
practice was noticed, valued and named; “That is a good choice of strategy”, “Good connection, 
Brandon”, “Seb, this is awesome, but I want to see you have thought about....” and “That’s great, 
now what happens if we move this up here?” She modelled shared ownership of doubt or confusion 
as a natural part of the learning process, even for experts: “Callum just said, “that’s confusing.”  “I 
agree. The first time I read it that’s what I thought. That’s why [our] strategy helps – makes it less 
confusing.” She also narrated trajectories of learning reassuring students that adults seek strategies 
and tools to use, “…there is no shame in using a dictionary. I have one here on my desk and on my 
desk at home.” Students often made their own arrangements and improvised within the routines, 
sometimes sorting out their own social pairings for thinking, or leaving aside the suggested strategy 
to try out their own strategies. They confidently talked through these choices, secure that they had 
political permission to improvise. 
Case two –Greg Barra’s Year 8 Study of Society class 
The Year 8 Study of Society students in Greg Barra’s class also felt confident about how to learn, 
even though they could not recall having been given permission to move about or consult with peers. 
Greg was a male teacher with ten years teaching experience, who taught Australian history from an 
Indigenous framework that emphasised land, kinship and culture, and integrated ICT. Year 8 was 
regarded as the first year of high school and students followed a timetable, moving between 13 
different teachers over the year.  
Creating collaborative social spaces – For Greg, the worst thing that the class could do would be to 
“disengage, go quiet like a sponge waiting to be fed, not internalising it. ” Greg created social spaces 
for students to talk about their learning by starting with an emotional prompt such as a photo, story, 
interactive quiz, game, or guest speaker to encourage students to discuss and be question askers. 
Students were expected to help one another. When Tyson called out, “How do I crop?” Greg looked 
up from elsewhere in the room, “How do I crop, Tenielle? Tyson, Tenielle will show you.” Students 
valued being able to ask for help or help their peers, often recognising non verbal cues from peers; 
“They look like they are struggling or they just sit there with their hand up not doing anything” 
(Mike). Students preferred working with friends “…sometimes they understand and sometimes I do, 
so we can like discuss it and see what we learn” (Rose). Helping each other was seen as a first step 
in seeking help or feedback before seeing the teacher;  “If I’m sitting next to someone and they go 
‘Do you get this?’ and the other person says ‘yes’, it saves us from having to ask Mr Barra cos then 
we can get help from that person. But if none of us understand,...we go get him”. These 
collaborations with peers provided informal opportunities to evaluate their own work, “We are all 
sort of friends and we all look around what other people are doing to see if we are doing our own 
thing right”. Occasionally students were also observed to resist the teacher’s expectations for social 
participation. On these occasions, Greg would deliberately build relationships with the student by 
getting to know their interests and incorporating them into the class program. He also recognised that 
“those social leaders in the class, if you can get them motivated and involved, the rest go ‘it’s ok to 
be here’”. Social connection, trust and engagement was an essential AfL ingredient. 
 
Creating physical spaces - Greg frequently moved around the room, checking on student work. He 
either knelt down at the desk, or found a spare chair to sit with students who needed help. Greg 
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recognised that sitting with students was a powerful message, so he deliberately created a pattern of 
participation to challenge tacit messages that sitting near a student could create: 
 Often I will go and sit with kids not to help them. Sometimes I’ll just go and sit there 
and say, “Hey, how are you going?”  That breaks the stereotype of me telling them 
that they’re wrong. …I can be reading, you know getting ready for the next thing to 
talk about... So that sort of, creates a good working atmosphere. 
The physical resources of the data projector and laptops were significant mediators in making work 
visible within the class; “They are always producing something...I have got multi layered 
information coming to me at each stage that shows me where they are at.” Greg would often plug a 
student laptop into the main data projector, making student work visible so he could point out good 
ideas or ask the student to share how they arrived at their answer. Students made tacit judgments 
about how their own learning choices and products compared, and how they could learn from a peer, 
saying, “I looked at theirs and saw what they were trying to get at and added bits of that into my 
own. It was like we were all learning off each other.” Students were confident that “Mr Barra is the 
kind of teacher who doesn’t mind us moving around as long as it is productive and we are like 
helping people” (Todd) yet they did not recall him saying that they had permission to move around 
the room, saying “He doesn’t get mad as long as we like, get it done.” Tacit permission to move 
about the room was easily recognized by students.  
 
Creating political spaces - Greg deliberately did not make all of his expectations explicit to students, 
but left space for students to make assumptions about their roles and responsibility. Greg explained, 
“If I do it for them I rob them of the reward of being able to solve something”. When a boy called 
out, “Sir, I don’t have a microphone.” Greg looked up from where he was helping another student. 
“What could you do?  Get one, buy one, use the library’s. You work it out.” When a student 
complained that their laptop had just shut down, Greg replied, “Good thing you saved it before it ran 
out of batteries. Oh you didn’t?  Your loss.” He would not answer a student question but give that 
student the space to either work it out themselves or see a peer for help. He would then visit that 
student a little later, “Yep, you worked it out. Isn’t it great you did it by yourself.” He also used 
invitational language, “If you want to learn how to save this so it can be viewed on a mobile phone, 
come up around Todd’s computer and I’ll show you...” He regularly gave students challenges, “I 
wonder how we find cropping tools in this program?” before withdrawing to the side of the room to 
give students the space to be the expert voice. Through explicit and tacit messages, students were 
positioned as being responsible for their choices and for their learning. He often raised politically 
sensitive issues, making links from bigger issues to the students’ life experiences and their futures as 
people who can change Australia. Students were positioned as powerful people within meaning 
making systems that stretched beyond the task requirements of the assessment criteria sheet. 
 
Substantiated conclusions  
While these classroom interactions occur in many teachers’ practices and may seem ordinary or 
inconsequential, for these teachers these interactions were purposeful opportunities for students to 
engage in AfL moves that would promote learner agency. Both teachers invested significant 
emotional energy to create and continually maintain the safe spaces for students to make decisions 
about how to learn, with the teachers gathering informal feedback from observing, listening and 
talking with students and adjusting their teaching approaches in response. In addition to creating 
these informal spaces for AfL interactions, Rachel and Greg also explicitly taught AfL practices such 
as self and peer assessment, using shared criteria to give feedback, and asking strategic questions. 
However, for students to develop identities as central participants and autonomous learners they 
needed all three spaces in which to take action. Social spaces that were created through interpersonal 
trust, and shared routines become significant as resources for collective and individual learner 
agency. However students also needed the political spaces and opportunities afforded through the 
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physical spaces to think aloud and develop identities as knowers in these learning communities. The 
achievement of agency results from the interplay of individuals within groups making use of the 
available resources and contextual and structural factors (Biesta & Tedder, 2007). When the patterns 
of participation were analyzed, it became clear that students also took up active roles to make the 
class work as a learning community. As soon as students understood the various roles afforded them, 
they could then navigate between the patterns of participation linked with these roles (Willis & 
Cowie, 2014). Students also negotiated various meanings drawing from explicit and tacit AfL 
opportunities. Frequent, varied and multiple invitations to for students to move into the dance were 
evident within these successful AfL classrooms. 
 
Scholarly significance  
It is well established within AfL research that the teacher needs to enact the ‘spirit’ of AfL to achieve 
the goal of increasing student ownership of their learning (Marshall & Drummond, 2006). When 
teachers approach AfL as a situated, collaborative and emergent opportunity to develop learner 
agency, there are interesting and challenging implications for teacher practice, teacher professional 
learning and assessment policy (Willis & Cowie, 2014). Emergent formative actions are negotiated 
through group tacit knowledge, however many approaches to AfL highlight explicit and individual  
approaches. Understanding the various ways that teachers choreograph in-the-moment AfL 
interactions with students that can open up AfL spaces where students can be active participants and 
owners of the meaning making, has significance for both teacher practitioners and AfL scholars.  
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